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New Public Management and the transfer and conveyance of innovation: Fundamental Concepts
The 90's witnessed the acceleration, on an international level, of the processes of administrative modernisation in the Public Administrations (PA) in the majority of industrialised countries (Pollit and Bouckeart 2000) .
The New Public Management (NPM) is the term utilised in current international literature and official documentation to synthesise the paradigm of administrative modernisation (McLaughin et al. 2001; Dawson and Dargie 1999) .
The NPM defines a theoretical framework on which to base programs for the radical reform of Public Administration systems. As a paradigm, the NPM has been successful in that it is essentially a conceptual synthesis of the modernisation experiences of the PA in diverse national contexts throughout the 1980's. A synthesis and a rationalisation which over time grew to include contributions arising from reflections on other issues which were assailing the public sector in the same period, the most important of which was undoubtedly the debate regarding the more or less active role of the State in the processes of public services provision (Borgonovi 1997; Mayordomo 1998 ).
Precisely because it was the result of the integration of indications arising on one hand from real experiences, and, on the other, from reflections as to which State model is best adapted to the postindustrial age, into which industrialised societies have now entered de facto, the NPM has assumed the nature of a reference paradigm for reform processes in industrialised nations, particularly those belonging to the OECD. This paradigm expresses general principals on which to base reform initiatives and regulations governing the functioning and behaviour of the PA.
It is generally possible to affirm that the contents of NPM propel actors in the same direction -that which seeks to stimulate a more "corporate" approach in a PA that up till now has been prevalently dominated by juridical criteria such as legitimacy, impartiality, and the attention to formal correctness, best summarised by the concept of the "bureaucratic" functional modality (McLaughin et al. 2001, Osborne and Gaebler 1992) .
The greatest merit of the NPM has been that of embracing and giving order to the innovative administrative ferment that was being produced in the back corners of bureaucracies world-wide, in the nooks and crannies of administrative mammoths that the legitimate ends of good government and of the social State had helped to create and to conserve, and had then rendered impossible to manage.
In other words, NPM was able to appreciate the fact that, next to the old and consolidated inertias, the innovation and modernisation of organisations and services at the local levels of the administrative world was spreading ever more rapidly (Caprio, 1994) .
However, in the conceptual ordering of the impulses and indications originating from the cluttered universe of local realities, while the NPM generally managed to conserve the contents and the direction of change, it at the same time became far too abstract a paradigm to be able to define exactly how far to take PA reform or just how to go about it in the real world.
In this sense, the NPM constitutes a set of general principles, a set of guidelines, that to be translated into concrete facts must first be somehow rendered operational by their conversion into application models which take into account the unique aspects of the sometimes wildly different national, regional, and local contexts in which PA changes occur (Lane 2000 , Ferie et al. 1996 , Finger 2002 ).
This point leads to two further considerations: 1) Firstly, it is important to remember that it is nearly impossible to attain any meaningful application of principles solely through regulations: the indication provided by laws represents at most a stimulus and a prerequisite for innovation, but must be accompanied by a series of concrete support initiatives to provide the peripheral public structures with base models, case studies, and the knowledge and skills necessary to adequately tackle reform. The low efficiency demonstrated by the top-down approach to the processes of NPM-inspired institutional reform and by the tendency to utilise laws as the lead instruments of change, a typical situation in the Italian reality, provides full confirmation of the above-mentioned consideration. In effect, with reference to the "bandwagon effect" associated with law we would be remiss not to emphasize the existence of the temporal gap between the time a law is enacted and its going into effect… There is a second gap, no less important, between legislative intent and ensuing application; innumerable are the cases in which mere implementation is interpreted as formal fulfilment, and in which little attention is paid to real content. A typical example of this occurs all too often in the area of communication and transparency of citizen-administration relations, when reams of informational material are prepared without first establishing whether that material is in fact the most adequate method of transmitting the desired message.
2) Secondly, it is immediately apparent that a critical point in PA reform processes is that of clarifying the mechanism through which it is possible to facilitate the diffusion of knowledge through the profoundly diverse and quite separate realities that constitute the civil service sector (Hartley and Allison 2002) . No positive experience, if it remains the exclusive secret of a local level reality, can aid the overall system in making progress, and may in fact even risk being delegitimised by the same system precisely due to the fact that it is new and different: the consequence is its identification by the public as a mere cosmetic ploy to at least momentarily calm the waters of public opinion. This is a situation that often plagues the local-level PA sectors, which often have no choice but intervention, as it at this level that all problems unresolved at other public and private levels come to rest, while at the same time it is precisely the local levels which represent the point of reference most visible to the community (Martin 2002 ).
If the objective, then, is to develop the principles of the NPM it would therefore be advisable for the central administrations to: -articulate its measures in a non-contradictory fashion in order not to limit or worsen the conditions and possibilities of reform at the local levels; -create a sequential process of operationalisation of generic NPM principles in application and legislative models adequate to tangibly guide the change beyond the mere indications contained in the legislation; -activate transfer and diffusion mechanisms to convey local innovations throughout the system as a whole.
The mediation of NPM-based legislation is accomplished through the conceptualisation of NPM principles, resulting in applicative and legislative reference models. To this end, Löffler (1995) breaks down the possible process of the implementation of NPM principles into two distinct phases: -administrative modernisation, or that stage in the process in which the agents of change define objectives related to NPM principles: these are the objectives which are then related to the interpretative models used to tackle concrete problems; -modernisation strategies, which correspond to the actions of change and innovation put into practice by the diverse subjects comprising the PA.
Monitoring results obtained from innovation and change generates feedback, which then leads to the perfection of reference models and the implementation of action policies. The focus of attention therefore moves to the issue of just how to activate the feedback process, by which accumulated knowledge is transferred back to those points throughout the system generating change and innovation.
In fact, as mentioned above, the entire process of PA reform in industrialised nations world-wide got its start from feedback generated from changes occurring at local levels: only later were these impulses toward change in a certain sense "institutionalised" into the guidelines that form the basis of the NPM.
The study of experiences of change and innovation is thus fundamental for the following three reasons:
-it provides data useful for the reform of models and implementation choices; the interpretative models used today are the product of the combination of knowledge derived from past innovative experiences with indications generated from the socio-economic sciences;
-it represents a pre-requisite for knowledge transfer and diffusion processes designed to increase the skills and knowledge available to the entire PA;
-it is a means by which to exploit existing change and innovation to the fullest extent possible, associating them to positive values in order to counteract the culture of immobility, conformity, and inertia so typical of the public sector.
This exploitation is all the more important when it is considered that, given the lack of competition characteristic to so many areas of public activity, the only two factors that can lead to an orientation towards the quality of services rendered are pressure from the community, with ever increasing quality expectations, and the desire on the part of public employees themselves to obtain higher levels of achievement and fulfilment from their own work. The issue, then, is whether these two factors, even when flanked by normative dispositions which, however, are often a formal but not a substantial solution, are sufficient to effectively motivate the reorientation of the public sector toward total quality objectives. In this sense, the task of sensitisation achieved through the exploitation of past innovation experiences becomes a reinforcement mechanism for any behaviour coherent with the direction of the desired change.
Exploit, then, in the sense used here, means not only to reward, but also to diffuse, to provide the entire system with the same impulses and awareness that have guided concrete experiences of reform. Such a diffusion is well suited for a context such as the public sector, characterised as it is by territory-wide coverage in analogous structures, subject to low levels of competition, as is the case of local government structures.
Facilitating inter-organisational learning and the conveyance of innovation
The task of identifying the best manner in which to facilitate the diffusion of successful cases of innovation hinges upon a two-fold consideration of:
1. a relative or absolute concept of innovation;
2. the nature of the knowledge to be conveyed. experiences as compared to a definition limited to cases of absolute excellence. The consideration that every situation is by nature "contingent" lends support to the theory that any experience of a positive resolution to a problem is useful in as much as it allows the appreciation not only of the outcome of the actions taken but above all of the particular conditions of the original context, the critical analysis of which is fundamental for the appreciation of the very validity of solution (Zavattaro, 1992) . And of course, even failures represent a fertile terrain for fascinating analyses,
given that the analysis of "failure" in one context may lead to successful change in a context with similar initial or pre-existing conditions. This capacity of critical assimilation of experiences remains one of the essential points of the diffusion of innovation, independently of whether the cards are drawn from the small deck of cases of absolute excellence or from the complete deck of all those cases which can be deemed relatively innovative.
With regard to the second consideration, having to do with the nature of the knowledge to be conveyed, it is possible to address the issue by taking a cue from the cycles of organisational learning proposed by Boisot (1992) . Distinguishing between tacit knowledge and codified knowledge, where the first is that possessed by single individuals (and is concretised in personal cognitive reading and answer schemes to operative situations) while the second refers to a codified knowledge which may be easily conveyed internally and externally to the organisation through formal language or mechanisms, the cycle is composed of the following phases 2 :
-identifying unique and new activities or ideas; -improving existing processes. Unique and new activities or ideas emphasize the act of creation, inventing something new, generating new ideas, or seeing something from a different perspective. The newness and uniqueness features are emphasized. Categories of innovation could be developed from this definition, based on how new or unique the innovation is, compared to other innovations. Improving existing processes and functions entails redesigning. It improves something that already exists. This definition involve performing a task in a new way, as opposed to inventing new and better ways of accomplishing the same (or other) objectives. Other authors that have addressed the innovation issue are Rogers (1995) , Borins (1998 ), Newmam (2001 , Wolfe (1994) , Slappendel (1996) , Van de Van and Rogers (1988) .
-the problem-solving phase, in which individual knowledge is structured to give rise to a first codification which permits either the resolution of a perceived problem or the easier confrontation with a determined organisational phenomenon; -diffusion phase, in which codified knowledge is transmitted within the organisation; -absorption phase, during which the codified knowledge learnt is tested and utilised in various organisational contexts and situations, and is gradually internalised by the various experimenters: in the course of this process of learning by doing, individual experience is superimposed on codified knowledge, and this combination leads to the creation of a set of shared options in which the same initially codified knowledge may automatically be utilised for active reform; -finally, the scanning phase, in which the single individual, through the process of combining codified knowledge and personal experience, creates new tacit knowledge, or, in other words, processes the information available in such a way as to arrive at a sort of "discovery" not necessarily as evident for the other members of the organisation. The arrival of an external expert may also lead to the creation of new tacit knowledge produced by the expert's capacity to analyse the organisation's existing knowledge through a cultural background different from that of the organisation itself. The codification of this new knowledge leads in turn to a new learning cycle.
The cycle clarifies why it is that only codified knowledge may be appreciated and controlled by the organisation. Taking this to an extreme, it could even be affirmed that only codified knowledge is truly useful, in that it represents the transposition of profound knowledge to documents, objects, and human items that only thus become utilisable (Boisot, 1992) .
Explicit knowledge can be articulated in formal systems (e.g. language and mathematics) and captured in languagebased records (such as those in libraries, archives and databases). Tacit knowledge cannot be precisely communicated through formal language systems, since it has both cognitive and motor elements and forms the basis of individual skills (Hartley, Allison, 2002) . Cognitive elements include schemata, paradigms, beliefs and viewpoints that provide perspectives that help individuals to define and perceive their world. The technical or motor element of knowledge "covers concrete know-how, crafts and skills that apply to specific contexts" (Nonaka, 1994) . These might include, for example, some social skills, practical skills and political skills. Tacit and explicit knowledge can be created and transferred between individuals and groups through four modes of knowledge conversion (Nonaka, Takeuchi, 1995) : -socialisation, when through observation, imitation, etc., tacit knowledge is transferred from an individual or group to another individual or group; -internalisation, when through practice and action (i.e. learning by doing) tacit knowledge is created form explicit knowledge; -externalisation, when through the use of metaphors, stories and analogies tacit knowledge is converted to explicit knowledge; -combination, which is the process of reconfiguring and systematizing existing information (i.e. forms of explicit knowledge) into a knowledge system. Such knowledge can be more easily diffused and learnt: databases, theories, case histories, are some examples of the combination of explicit knowledge.
If the PA system is considered to be a single organisation, in which every single structure constitutes the equivalent of an individual, it then becomes possible to comprehend the true problem facing the diffusion of local innovative experiences: the critical moment is the codification of knowledge, which must be done in such a way that it is available and diffused, so that it may be absorbed by the other units in the system which will proceed to elaborate it further based on their own organisational and socio-cultural backgrounds 3 .
Knowledge transfer mechanisms have just this aim: to facilitate first the codification and then the diffusion of knowledge. From a logical point of view they are the interface, the link between the "source" of knowledge and the "recipient" (IRER, 1996) 4 . In the case of top-down institutional reform, the source is the central administration and the link is represented by the norms, the programs, the guide-lines that define and summarise the fundamental principles of PA reform: these principles themselves, however, originate from a multiplicity of sources, such as research centres, local-level innovative experiences, ad hoc government commissions, foreign literature, and are linked to the recipient, the State, through channels such as universities, think tanks, technical consultants, reform commissions, etcetera. In the more interesting case of bottom-up reform inspired by local innovation and change, the particular and pragmatic nature of the knowledge to be diffused requires an integrated linking system that includes "inter-organisational learning mechanisms" in addition to specific internal or external PA elements.
3 In this view, it is interesting to note that Rogers (1995) differentiates the adoption process from the diffusion process, in that the diffusion process occurs within the society, as a group process, whereas the adoption process pertains to an individual. Rogers defines the adoption process as "the mental process through which an individual passes from first hearing about an innovation to final adoption". Therefore, only codified knowledge can sustain the adoption process. Rogers breaks the adoption process down into five stages. While there may in fact be more or fewer stages, Rogers states that "at the present time there seem to be five main functions":
trial (5) adoption. In the awareness stage "the individual is exposed to the innovation but lacks complete information about it". At the interest or information stage "the individual becomes interested in the new idea and seeks additional information about it". At the evaluation stage the "individual mentally applies the innovation to his present and anticipated future situation, and then decides whether or not to try it". During the trial stage "the individual makes full use of the innovation". At the adoption stage "the individual decides to continue the full use of the innovation". 4 In this sense, Rogers (1995) defines diffusion as the process by which an innovation is communicated through certain channels over time among the members of a social system. Rogers' definition contains four elements that are present in the diffusion of innovation process. The four main elements are:
(1) innovation -an idea, practices, or objects perceived as new by an individual or other unit of adoption.
(2) communication channels -the means by which messages are passed from one individual to another. (3) time -the three time factors are: -innovation-decision process; -relative time with which an innovation is adopted by an individual or group; -innovation rate of adoption.
(4) social system -a set of interrelated units that are engaged in joint problem solving to accomplish a common goal.
The utilisation of internal elements may result in two possible diffusion paths:
-the process of vertical diffusion, which proceeds from the individual local structure to the central seat of power, .e.g. ministries, departments, central bureaux of national organisations and bodies, etcetera;
-the process horizontal diffusion, in which the role of link is played by special service centres created to support innovation processes and the successive consolidation of ensuing changes.
For external subjects, the path is similar to that of horizontal or transversal diffusion, but here the link is represented by universities, through research projects performed, and by consultancy firms, which essentially have a multiplying function in the passage of knowledge to its recipients (IRER, 1996) : in other words, while for universities it is feasible to complete the cycle of organisational learning in such a way that the previously codified knowledge is in some way filtered and elaborated in the scanning phase, with consultancy firms this rarely occurs and thus the codified knowledge is simply transmitted with greater neutrality and uniformity. Given the availability of these linking elements, the task of the central PA should therefore be to make decisions as to quality, in order to select those best able to efficiently perform the function of knowledge purveyors ( Figure 1 ).
The majority of the transfer of innovation and of the knowledge associated with it occurs, however, through those elements known as inter-organisational learning mechanisms, that is to say those cases in which the link is not represented by a physical or legal entity or other subject. Without intending to create an exhaustive list, the principal mechanisms would appear to be the following:
-quality and innovation awards;
-benchmarking projects;
-partnership agreements and professional services firms networks;
-personnel mobility policies, both internal and with respect to the private sector.
Some of these mechanisms may simultaneously constitute opportunities and limits for knowledge transfer: this is particularly true for awards, depending on how they are interpreted, and for personnel mobility policies. All, however, present a major advantage: they require far more direct involvement of knowledge recipients is normally required in other diffusion or transfer processes.
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This involvement stimulates the environment to the reception of the content of innovative experiences, and manages to do away with the pessimistic atmosphere that so often seems to accompany PA reform. Furthermore, this involvement favours a less passive comprehension of those contents than transfer via external subjects, to whom the recipient tends to delegate the task of conceptualising the transferred knowledge: on the contrary, the participation of the recipient aids in the isolation and identification of those aspects which lead to the origin, development, and consolidation of the original innovative experience, that is to say, those elements that made the project successful. In other words, therefore, recipient involvement stimulates the scanning phase of the organisational learning cycle, and often ultimately leads to further innovation.
At least one additional advantage may be ascribed to these inter-organisational learning mechanisms: after regulations, laws, which, incidentally do not suffer from completion gaps, are the most detailed knowledge diffusion tools, that is to say, they are able to simultaneously involve the greatest number of sources and recipients (King and Ollerearnshaw, 2000) .
In essence, what emerges from the foregoing reflections on the nature of knowledge is the key role played by the codification and decodification processes in its transmission, processes that are carried out through functions performed by connecting interfaces. This aspect will now be explored further in the next section of this article, in which each of the inter-organisational learning mechanisms referred to above will be described in greater detail.
An analysis of the reform mechanisms available to a PA, however, hardly settles the question of the codification and transmission of knowledge; on the contrary, it introduces an additional topic connected to the approach with which the PA addresses the matter of the diffusion of local innovation. The PAs in most industrialised nations are characterised by a notable level of complexity, although, given the processes of decentralisation, condensation and privatisation occurring the world over, this complexity is likely to decrease somewhat.
Given this high level of complexity, the approach ought to be fairly systematic, that is, able to incorporate a global vision of change in which infrastructures for diffusion function throughout the entire system, or in large areas of it, rather than individual realities working in isolation to continually reinvent the wheel.
In this perspective, the central problem then becomes the necessity on the part of the PA to commit to a system-wide innovation program which integrates all the various subjects and mechanisms that may facilitate diffusion: it is thus of fundamental importance to invert the traditional path of change, based on the panacea of normative action as the response to every problem and the substantial delegation of the diffusion of innovation to the capacities of the individual local entities.
The principal mechanisms of transfer and conveyance of innovation
The preceding section alluded to the fact that the PA provides a fertile terrain for the conveyance and diffusion of innovation, for at least two reasons: the similarity between all front office structures throughout the territory, and the relatively low degree of competition which still characterizes the majority of the sector. This limited competitiveness, despite the fact that it continues to be indicated as the principal cause of low public sector performance levels, is at the same time fundamental for the correct and complete functioning of innovation diffusion infrastructures.
With regard to competition or to the lack thereof in the public sector, before fully examining the primary focus of this section -the actual contents of each auxiliary innovation diffusion mechanism -it might be opportune to take a short side trip in order to briefly consider the possible counterproductive effects of the recent impetus towards privatisation and the growth of competition in sectors that have traditionally been the seats of public monopolies.
The process of the transfer of public services to the market area is connected to the progressive change of the model of the State which ascribes a different role to public administrations (Borgonovi, 1997; Mayordomo, 1998) : for example, in the case of many European countries (UK, Italy, Spain, etc.), the passage was from the welfare State model to the "services State" model, coming to rest, most recently, at the "regulatory State" model.
If under the services State model there was a problem of substantiality, that is to say, of the need to pass from a mere guarantee of rights to the guarantee of the contents of those rights through the effective and efficient distribution of public services, under the regulatory State the PA now plays a much more indirect role, no longer the direct provider of services, then transferred to the market, but rather called upon to provide those conditions that render the society effectively able to offer those necessary services in a variety of different ways. As a rule, the logic of the regulatory State is correct, but the risk in sustaining this new model unconditionally is of forgetting the specifics of many services previously offered by the PA and now on the verge of being passed on to the private sector. As Mintzberg (1996) observes, even if the climate is favourable to a massive privatisation of public services, which in many cases may be constructive, it is nonetheless important to remember that there are services, such as education and healthcare, to cite two examples, that do not lend themselves at all to complete passage over to the private sector, however regulated this may be.
Although this may seem self-evident, it is surprising how often it is ignored. A second phenomenon to bear in mind with regard to privatisation and the introduction of a new competitive logic in the public sector is that which arises from the proliferation of co-operative structures in the private sector and the constantly rising weight of the non-profit sector in industrialised economies. These trends, these messages in favour of collaboration and of partnerships, should in fact lead one to consider the necessity of focusing attention not only on the problems of "how much" and "which"
State is necessary, but also on just how to manage it; in other words, to consider whether competition is more a stimulus or a constraint for overall PA reform.
Indeed, with regard to the transfer of innovation it is possible to hypothesise that an increase in competition in the civil service sector might in fact represent a limit, generating opportunistic behaviour motivated by the economic pressures inherent to the context. In this case, the best solution is, as is so often the case, somewhere in the middle: a certain degree of competition is clearly necessary to stimulate PA reform, but the underlying reform logic must seek essentially to act upon fundamental philosophies, upon the culture that already permeates the sector, allowing the "rest" of the system the space and the time to find a specific identity, an attachment to and an identification with its own mission. This phase is essential if reform is to succeed at all.
The transfer and diffusion of innovation take place within this framework: public structures must be able to co-operate, in such a way as to permit total dedication to the task of diffusing the innovation they generate, and the use, in doing so, of not only physical but cultural elements as well. The use, for training purposes, of innovation case studies represents a tool for the instruction of individuals, on whose quality and dedication depends the quality all services imparted to the community.
Having reached the end of these introductory notes on the risks associated with an excessive or indiscriminate use of privatisation and competitive policies in the public sector, and having established the importance of internal collaboration within PA systems, it is now possible to resume our discussion of the contents of the various inter-organisational learning mechanisms of innovation transfer and diffusion.
Innovation awards
The general purposes shared by all types of innovation awards for the public sector may be summarised as follows 5 :
1) identify those experiences deserving recognition and visibility;
2) give public organisations a reference grid on the basis of which they can start to self-assess the quality of their own services;
3) sensitise government to the need and direction of desired changes; 4) build up an information patrimony that public services can (critically) draw upon in order to design programs of change.
Above all, as Glor (1998) pointed out, the purpose of these awards is to reflect the responsiveness, good management, and overall effectiveness of the public sector today. The Institute of Public Administration of Canada (IPAC) innovation award, for example, seeks in part to improve the image of the public service as innovative, and to highlight some of that innovation. The role these awards play within the organisation is evident. Agencies that create innovation awards are presumably signalling to governments, in the case of ad hoc organisations such as the IPAC, or to 5 As Glor (1998) noted, innovation awards may play many roles, among which: -to reward individuals; -to reward teams and to reward organisations; -to encourage innovation; -to improve the image of the public sector. Although awards can have personal benefit, neither the "givers" nor the "takers" have career advancement or personal benefit in mind when participating in an awards program. They do so to "spread the word" and to showcase excellence. themselves and to their employees, in the case of government departments or local authorities, that they value innovation.
The general goals of these innovation awards are obviously linked to the manifest need to build a unitary innovation project involving all levels of (central and local) government, with a view to developing positive synergies in the dissemination and implementation process of modernisation experiences (Borins, 1995) . Table 1 summarises a number of principal innovation awards world-wide. From their analysis arise two important considerations. The first is associated to the fact that innovation experiences, as we noted previously, may be interpreted according to two different viewpoints, that of absolute excellence and that of relative improvement.
This distinction stems from the dichotomy between competition and recognition: -in general, it is possible to observe that awards developed in the North American context (and in Scandinavia as well), demonstrate a marked preference for competitive selection mechanisms that award only those cases of absolute excellence; in addition, awards are often utilised as tools in those contexts where no natural market exists; the underlying causes for this approach are partly tied to characteristics inherent to the American culture as a whole, and in part due to the fact that a number of these awards were originally created within the private sector and only later opened to public sector participation, and in some cases are still governed by private parties; -conversely, in Europe there is a preference for recognition awards that seek to provide increased visibility to all those experiences that are relatively innovative as compared to the original situation; in this case as well a part of the explanation is due to the underlying European culture and tradition, but a part is also correlated to the fact that these are often awards that originated within the PA systems themselves.
The second consideration emerging from the study of the various awards, however, concerns a different type of difference, which involves the nature of the innovation itself, which may focus purely on the quality of services and products, or, alternatively, on the more general aspects of the overall management of the organisation, as in the case of the IPAC innovation award.
This distinction may be represented by the dichotomy between:
-awards instituted in the North American context, which refer almost exclusively to the quality of services provided; quality, in this framework, may be defined either objectively, when it is broken down into observable dimensions such as performance, the characteristics of the services provided, dependability, etc., or in subjective terms, in the extent to which it coincides with the evaluation given by the client, that is to say, results in high levels of customer satisfaction. The problem in utilising the subjective approach is that, even in the case of an identical level of objective quality, a service could well receive a lower subjective evaluation due merely to increased client expectations: something that would certainly be considered a failure and set off a whole series of alarms in a market context, might, in the public sector, actually be mediated by problems of scarcity, allocation, and management of available resources. In other words, the evaluation of the client cannot be the only assessment applied to services rendered, and an accurate judgement must necessarily take into account all structural, organisational, and professional limitations present: the task of the PA is therefore to sensitise the public to what may in fact be feasible, so that expectation will be in line with the capacities of the structure to render the highest possible levels of service; -awards in the European context, by contrast, are more polyvalent, tending to favour a more all-encompassing concept of innovation, of which quality is but one of diverse elements: in other words, these awards recognise the overall entrepreneurial capacity in the PA, in the sense of a greater inclination toward risk, greater sensitivity in anticipating socio-economic developments, a greater ability to administer services efficiently (Borgonovi, 1985) .
- It is important to note that these awards, in addition to rewarding and improving the visibility of exemplary solutions, represent a tool useful in monitoring overall PA reform. In this perspective, it is immediately clear that an award approach that is more geared to recognition, and to innovation generally, opens the field considerably and allows far more realities to be analysed, thereby giving even greater visibility to the overall impulse toward renewal that currently pervades the public sector.
Through recognition, in fact, the number of worthy experiences is left open, while a competitive mechanism almost by definition must limit the number of awards to distribute, often to only one.
Additionally, quite often the material content of the awards differ depending on the underlying philosophy: in the case of competitions, monetary awards are habitually far greater than those awarded for recognition; due to the higher number of experiences deemed worthy, actual recognition awards by contrast are often little more than symbolic.
Benchmarking projects
Benchmarking describes those practices used to compare organisational systems and productive processes within an organisation with other situations and processes, either from within that same organisation or from other external organisations. The transfer of knowledge occurs, in this case, through observation, learning and contextualised repetition of those processes, organisational approaches, practices, and procedures deemed best among those studied in the reference reality.
This activity must be understood to be a continuous process, which is periodically modified in the effort to constantly monitor positive changes occurring in the field studied in order to glean additional opportunities for further learning and development.
In general terms, there are three types of benchmarking (Camp, 1989) :
1) competitive benchmarking, in which the point of reference for comparative analysis is a similar or identical organisation, and which focuses on those factors which determine that organisation's capacity for competition;
2) functional or process benchmarking, in which the point of reference consists of one or more organisations that may come from vastly different sectors but that present similar processes or specific situations that are nationally or internationally recognised as best practices or best in class;
3) internal benchmarking, wherein the point of reference are organisational units within the same entity.
It is clear that these three types of benchmarking respond to different situations, given that they may emphasise situations of absolute excellence, or those situations that are only relatively improved, or even those that may have been significantly worse.
At present, benchmarking practices appear to suit public administration contexts very well, where co-operation and knowledge exchange is in fact facilitated by the low degree of direct competition.
The tendency toward privatisation and the introduction of competitive approaches is however rendering the exchange of knowledge increasingly difficult and problematic and, as a consequence, compromising the possibility of making available the data and materials necessary to successfully carry out benchmarking projects.
Partnership agreements and professional services firm networks
In the wake of the positive experiences in the market context, service provider networks and partnership agreements are by now ever more present in the public sector as well. Rationalisation of the use of resources and the opportunity to achieve economies of scale are certainly two of the key motivations that inspire co-operation between administrators. The issue of quality is keenly felt as well, however, as such alliances create synergies of means and skills which, when used to the same ends, increase the value of services rendered. In addition, this method effectively reverses the traditional logic of delegating to the citizens the task of deciding the route best followed to obtain necessary services: now the administrators themselves select the fastest and simplest course by coordinating their own operations.
From the close contact with human resources that these types of agreement necessitate spring various opportunities for the reciprocal exchange of knowledge and know-how, which in turn leads not only to the further dissemination of innovation but, additionally, to a reciprocal evaluation and assessment of internal skills and resources in a benchmarking approach favoured by close collaboration. Consequently it comes as no surprise that, due to existing regulation barriers, civil service managers, from top directors on down to the managers of local operational units, have often complained of a sense of impotence, if not the total inability to act, with regard to human resources management. Personnel management within the public sector has in fact assumed a fragmentary character, due to the prevalence of opportunistic impulses, either casual or dictated by internal power dynamics: whatever the case may be, the resulting personnel management practices are in no way capable of functioning as a connecting link between human resources strategies, often lacking altogether, and the requirements of the organisation.
Personnel mobility policies
In this context, exchange between the public and private sectors was for long nothing more than a mirage: careers in the two sectors proceeded along parallel but separate courses; at high administration levels there was rarely any exchange between private and public tracks, due especially to protection mechanisms within the public sector that favoured advancement chiefly for seniority, but also to the negative images associated with the civil service prevalent within the private sector and to objective differences in retribution scales. Moreover, mobility was blocked horizontally not only between the two sectors but also within the public sector itself: normative limitations and union pressures effectively impeded mobility, especially at the middle and lower levels.
Given these conditions, using personnel mobility as an impetus for the diffusion of knowledge and innovation within the system was hardly an option: even the temporary transfer of personnel with skills and knowledge useful in promoting positive change was in certain circumstances too complex to even contemplate.
However, in the years between the end of the 1980's and the beginning of the '90s, the majority of industrialised states proceeded to reform their civil service systems, thereby providing increased opportunities for a more flexible management.
With respect to mobility, modifications in recruitment procedures, which are now less likely to be comprised merely of competitive entrance exams, and a higher degree of autonomy in pay dynamics should facilitate greater exchange at the administrative level between public and private managers. For non-managerial officials and the majority of rank and file civil employees, however, there are still a number of impediments, although the overall trend in many industrialised public administration systems is toward the streamlining of procedures in this area as well.
These positive signs are certainly encouraging, yet they must not obscure the key problem which continues to plague the public sector and which must be confronted: as mentioned previously, there is a gap between laws, rules, and regulations enacted and their subsequent enforcement, which explains why it is not enough to change norms in order to automatically obtain desired behaviours.
Additionally, in the public sector law-driven reform is only a prerequisite of more radical change, which must involve the personnel management policies of organisational leaders in every administration at all institutional levels: the creation of a true organisational culture and of stimulating atmospheres and work environments and the empowerment of lower organisational levels are just some of the elements that must be considered if the public sector employment is to improve and to become more attractive to private sector professionals.
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Only in this way will personnel mobility finally become a concrete strategic tool available to the PA at any institutional level to facilitate the transfer and diffusion of knowledge, innovation, and new skills.
Conclusion
The present paper gives rise to three general considerations, which may be interpreted as three broad directions for future public sector reform: -first, it is readily apparent that the abstract principles of the New Public Management must be translated into concrete actions, rather than attempting to bring about reform To facilitate the process of change, developing tools and methodologies that would improve human resource management through the sharing, evaluation and implementation of innovative solutions. Targets are human resources managers in public administrations (ministries, regions, provinces and municipalities) who are working on the definition of innovative policies for the development of the personnel management in order to allow the administrations to most effectively take advantage of the most recent opportunities offered by labour relations reforms and national contracting procedures. The project involves 1400 administrations, among these all the ministries, the regions and all major provinces and cities (Rome, Milan, Bologna, Florence, Naples, etc) . These administrations account for over 60% of all public employees in the Italy. By working in an interactive network the participants exchange and discuss the approach followed by different administrations in the implementation of the new tools provided disposition by the new labour contracts regarding the management of the human resources (personnel assessment, wage incentives, job classification and career development.) The network is organised around seven learning labs that promote and diffuse innovative policies of personnel management. The laboratories are distributed geographically throughout the entire Italian territory. 20 meetings have been planned for each laboratory; in addition there will be national seminars, conventions and other initiatives.
• Surveying the status of personnel management policies Analysing the degree of innovation of personnel management policies in order to obtain a general overview of the situation before and after the introduction of new labour contracts. • Good management examples "best practice cases" Collecting of cases, (Italian and European), representing innovation in human resource management. Administrations and service companies will be encouraged to present the most significant initiatives conducted. through mere legal or guideline changes. To the contrary, local administrators must be involved in the creation of innovative practices, which are in fact the tangible manifestations of NPM principals and, as such, are much more readily transferable to other administrations or public offices; -second, problems regarding the application of NPM principals must be responded to by giving increased attention to this tangibility requirement of innovative experiences; a tangibility that requires not only visible and measurable results, but above all a particular predisposition toward the diffusion of the results obtained, to their recreation in other contexts. These results and these innovative practices must be fully exploited as they will provide the entire public system with the most added value; -therefore, and finally, the objective of facilitating the diffusion of innovation, of knowledge, and of exemplary cases through all available inter-organisational learning mechanisms becomes fundamental. In this perspective, it is important to identify a systematic approach to the management of innovation transfer tools. The choice of what and how to diffuse must be centrally managed and not left, as is all too often the case, to the initiative of the individual local administration unit. The utilization of internal or external elements, the creation of awards (which would appear to be the most used tool) and of partnership and network incentives, the use of benchmarking techniques, the strategic management of personnel are some of the principal tools that should or could be simultaneously activated and integrated by the PA itself in the process of the development and diffusion of internally generated innovative practices.
As public administration systems become better able to face this challenge on their path toward modernization, the administrations themselves will become increasingly streamlined, coordinated, effective, and coherent.
